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rom the early sixteenth to middle eighteenth centuries, the

F Flota System was Spain’s lifeline to the riches of the Americas.

Two fleets traveled more or less annually between Spain and the
Americas; the squadron of Tierra Firme from Spain to South America, and the Flota de Nueva España toward Veracruz, Mexico. On
the return voyage, the two fleets would often sail together for
added safety and protection. The return voyage was more dangerous. The galleons were fully loaded with precious cargoes of gold,
silver, jewelry, tobacco, spices, indigo, cochineal, leather, and other
New World products. The crews were tired and often plagued by
health problems brought on by tropical diseases, malnutrition, and
deplorable hygienic conditions on board. These conditions made
the ships even more vulnerable to attacks by pirates, but the greatest danger came from an uncontrollable element: the weather. The
general weather and ocean conditions were more favorable during
the summer months. The waters of the Atlantic Ocean were
calmer, and the prevailing winds gentler. However, the very warm
waters of the south Atlantic contributed to unstable weather, as well
as rapid development of unpredictable violent and devastating
tropical storms called hurricanes.
As a result of France’s policies of expansion under Louis XIV,
Europe was ravaged by two major wars, between 1688 and 1715.
These wars disrupted trade between the Americas and the old continent, and Spain, highly dependent on the riches of the New
World to finance her own policies of expansion in Europe, suffered
greatly. The first of these, the War of the Grand Alliance, ended in
1697 with the Treaty of Ryswick, but in 1701, another broke out,
this time over the succession to the Spanish throne. Charles II of
Spain had died childless, but on his deathbed, he had named as his
heir Philip, the grandson of Louis XIV of France. This decision was
not kindly received by Leopold I, the Holy Roman Emperor, who
Mr. de Bry is Director, Center for Historical Archaeology, Melbourne Beach.
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wanted to see his son, Archduke Charles, ascend to the throne. Leopold also wanted to prevent at all cost any close alliance between
France and Spain. War broke out with England and the Dutch on
one side, and Spain, France, Portugal, Bavaria, and Savoy, on the
other. Portugal soon realigned its position, and allied with the English and the Dutch. At the same time, a civil war broke out in Spain
with the Kingdom of Aragon and Valencia on one side, and Castile
and the Hapsburg Holy Roman emperor on the other, on the same
side as the English and Dutch aiding the Catalan rebels struggling
against the French candidate. Europe was in turmoil. The seas and
oceans became the stage for naval battles and vicious encounters
between merchant vessels and privateers. The sea routes between
Spain and the Americas were no longer safe, and the vital flow of
New World treasure was practically stopped. Things were going
badly for young Philip V and his kingdom. In 1702, Spain received
a tremendous blow when a large English naval force entered Vigo
Bay on the northwestern coast of Spain. An all-out battle ensued,
with the English fleet sinking a large number of war ships, capturing others, and seizing a large treasure. Another Spanish treasure
fleet was sunk by the English in 1708, off Cartagena, Colombia, and
in 1711, another one of Philip’s treasure fleets was destroyed by a
hurricane off the coast of Cuba. The war was finally ended in 1715
by a series of treaties known as the Peace of Utrecht. The treaty between England and France confirmed Philip V’s succession to the
throne of Spain, while Philip renounced his rights to the French
throne. England was given Newfoundland, the island of St. Christopher, and the Hudson Bay territory. Although the war ended, the
peace was an uneasy one, and much friction remained between the
former foes.
At the end of this period of hostilities, Spain was in dire need
of financial relief. At the king’s order, a fleet was dispatched to the
Indies in order to bring back urgently needed gold and silver,
which had been accumulating during the war. The twelve ships
making up the fleet assembled in Havana in the summer of 1715.
Everyone was busy getting ready for the long and treacherous journey back to Spain. Additional precious cargo was being loaded, inventories were taken, fresh water and food items were placed
aboard each ship. After a two-year delay, the mighty Plate Fleet was
finally ready to sail home.
The Squadron of Tierra Firme was under the command of
Captain-General Don Antonio de Echeverz y Zubiza, and consisted
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of six vessels. The captain-general was in direct command of the
Capitana, the flagship, which was a captured English ship formerly
called the Hampton Court, and was laden with a great number of
chests of silver coins, gold coins, gold bars, gold dust, and jewelry,
as well as exotic tropical products. The flagship of the admiral, the
Almiranta, was equally richly laden. The Nuestra Señora de la Concepción carried gold coins and bars, as well as chests of silver coins.
The frigate San Miguel, the El Ciervo, and a patache, a smaller merchant vessel, completed the squadron.
The five ships of the New Spain Flota were under the general
command of Captain-General Don Juan Esteban de Ubilla. Ubilla
was himself on the Capitana which carried some thirteen hundred
chests containing 3,000,000 silver coins. There were also gold
coins, gold bars, silver bars, and jewelry, as well as emeralds, pearls,
and precious Kangxi Chinese porcelain which had been brought to
Mexico via the Manila Galleon route. The Almiranta carried nearly
a thousand chests of each containing some 4,500 silver coins. The
Refuerzo carried 81 chests of silver coins and more than 50 chests of
worked silver. Another ship, a patache, carried some 44,000 pieces
of eight. One small frigate named the Mariagalante,1 which had
been bought in Havana by Ubilla, helped complete the Flota. The
2
Griffon, a 48-gun warship from France charged with an official mission by the king of Spain, and commanded by Captain Antoine
d’Aire, had been forced to sail with the Spanish fleet,3 bringing the
total number of ships sailing in the fleet to twelve. In his 1975 book
The Funnel of Gold, historian Mendel Peterson estimated the value
of the registered cargo of the combined fleet at 7,000,000 pieces of
eight, which represented at the time a real value of about $86 million (1975) of our money.
1. The name of Ubilla’s frigate was mentioned in a contemporary report of the
disaster recently discovered in the archival depository of the city of Grenoble,
France. In the manuscript document, the name Mariagalante has been misspelled as Mari gelleta.
2. The Griffon was a 48-gun French warship of the fourth rank. Built in the port of
Lorient in 1705, the 500-ton vessel was on an official mission and was also
engaged in private trade, a common practice of the time. Archives Nationales,
Paris, archival location Marine B/5/3 (microfilm).
3. The audencia of Mexico, one of New Spain’s two colonial councils (the other
was at Guadalajara,) had haulted the issuance of licenses permitting vessels to
leave the port of Veracruz before the flota’s departure, in order to keep secret
the exact sailing date and movements of the richly-laden ships. Robert F. Burgess & Carl J. Clausen, Florida's Golden Galleons, (Port Salerno, Florida, 1982),
82.
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The fleet had suffered many delays, and had been sitting idle
for nearly two years. Pressure had been mounting for the fleet to
sail. The Spanish crown was in dire need of money, as were merchants who had been unable to make their exotic goods available
to the European market. Under this tremendous pressure, Ubilla
made the decision to start the long and perilous voyage back to
Spain, even though the hurricane season had long since begun.
This decision would prove fatal, for unknown to the Spaniards a
tremendous and exceptionally powerful hurricane was brewing to
the southeast of Cuba. The great treasure fleet of 1715 sailed from
Havana harbor in the early morning of July 24, a beautiful and
calm day, with a gentle breeze to help the ships find the Florida
current. Slowly and smoothly the fleet sailed in a northward direction, staying far enough away from shore to take advantage of the
Gulf Stream, and keeping clear of the treacherous shoals and reefs
dotting the Keys and Florida east coast. But just two days into the
journey the ships encountered strong head winds as they entered
the Bahama channel,4 on July 29, long swells started to appear,
coming from the southeast. The atmosphere became heavy with
moisture, the sun shining brightly through a haze. The wind then
subsided and a gentle breeze blew. The sea had smoothed down,
but the swells were making the ships slowly dip and roll. Experienced navigators, pilots, and old hands started to be concerned.
They recognized the early signs of an impending tropical storm.
The storm was now moving north. It was many miles east of the
convoy but its winds at the center measured 100 miles per hour. By
nightfall the hurricane had made a dramatic change in course,
suddenly veering directly to the west. On the morning of July 30,
along the east coast of Florida, just south of Cape Canaveral, winds
began to pick up and by midday had increased to well over twenty
knots. By late afternoon the winds’velocity was over thirty knots,
and waves reached twenty feet. Ubilla’s fleet was being driven
closer and closer to shore. The captain general gave the order that
all the ships head into the wind to stay clear of the reef and shoals,
but the attempt to do so was only marginally successful. The velocity of the wind kept increasing, and by midnight the ships were
barely under control. Around 4 a.m. on July 31, the hurricane
4. In a contemporary account of the 1715 Plate fleet disaster the Griffon is mentioned as having sailed on a different course as early as July 26th, after encountering strong head winds. (Bibliothéque de Grenoble).
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struck the doomed ships with all its might, driving one ship after
another on the deadly jagged reefs. The vessels broke up like
wooden toys. Ubilla’s Capitana disintegrated, crushed on the reef
like matchsticks. Almost all aboard were killed, including Captain
General Ubilla. The entire fleet was lost, and of the approximately
2500 persons aboard the various ships, nearly 1000 perished.
After encountering strong head winds and rough seas at the
entrance of the Bahama channel, as early as July 26, Captain Antoine d'Aire had taken the Griffon on a more easterly course and had
managed to escape the full wrath of the storm. Arriving in Brest on
August 31st, Captain d'Aire was unaware of the fate of the fleet.5
Upon reporting to his superiors one of d'Aire’s first actions was to
lodge a complaint against the Duke of Linares, Viceroy of Nueva
España, the royal officers of Veracruz, the governor of Havana, and
Don Antonio Echeverz, for preventing the Griffon from sailing on
her intended schedule and forcing her to accompany the fleet.6
For those who had survived, the ordeal was just beginning.
They were stranded in an inhospitable land infested with
disease-carrying mosquitoes, rattlesnakes, wild animals, and hostile
Indians. They were far from any settlement, without food, fresh water, or badly needed medical supplies. When daylight came, on that
dreadful morning of July 31, 1715, the full extent of the disaster
could be seen. The beaches were littered with wreckage and bodies, and the survivors of this human tragedy were trying to comprehend what had happened to them. As the ships had wrecked at
different locations, and were separated sometimes by several miles,
it was impossible for the survivors fully to assess the extent of the disaster. Many were dying each day, adding to the already devastating
number of casualties. Admiral Don Francisco Salmon immediately
undertook to survey the extent of the damage. After observing that
5. Letter to Monsieur le Duc de St. Aignan, 6 September 1715, announcing the
arrival of the Griifon on 31 August 1715, in the port of Brest. (Archives Nationales, Paris, Marine B/7/101, page 593, manuscript letter).
6. Fearing that he might be taken to court by the people who had invested heavily
in the commercial aspect of the Griffon's mission, and concerned about his failure to successfully complete his official mission on behalf of the Spanish king,
captain Antoine d'Aire, lodged a complaint against the Viceroy of Nueva
España, the Duc of Linares, for failing to make full payment on 48,000 piastres
owed to the crews of the French warships Appollon and Tritton for official service
to the Spanish Crown, and against all those he felt were responsible for delaying
him in Veracruz and Havana. (Archives Nationales, Paris, Marine B/7/101,
pages 593-610, manuscript letter 6 September 1715).
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most, if not all, ships had wrecked, he decided to send two separate
parties to seek help. Two launches which had miraculously survived
the storm were made ready. The largest one was loaded with salvaged supplies, and along with a large crew which included most of
the surviving nobility and royal officials, set sail towards Cuba on
August 8. The previous day, the smaller boat had departed with a
crew of 31 for St. Augustine. Seven days later, in the early morning
hours of August 15, the survivors reached Havana. Governor Casatores was immediately notified and given a letter from Admiral
Salmón.
Within days of the survivors’ arrival, several ships were leaving
Havana harbor, loaded with emergency supplies, salvage equipment, government officials, and soldiers, on their way to the east
coast of Florida. Salvage was to begin as soon as the relief expedition had reached the survivors’ camps. The salvage vessels arrived
in the area of Barra de Ays on September 10, 1715, and anchored
just offshore from Admiral Salmón’s camp. Success came early as
salvage sloops dragged the ocean floor for wreckage, and quickly
brought up chests of silver coins. The Havana salvage flota was
soon joined by Florida ships sent from St. Augustine to help in the
recovery effort. By early September, such was the success of the salvage teams that Admiral Salmón wrote to the governor asking him
to send 25 soldiers and ammunition to guard the King’s gold. By
the time the weather and sea conditions had become unsuitable
for continuing salvage, in late October of the same year, over
5,000,000 pieces-of-eight had been recovered, along with gold and
jewelry, and a great part of the royal treasure. Although salvage was
essentially completed, efforts continued well into 1718.
News of the disaster had swept the Americas and Europe much
like the news of the stock market crash would some 220 years later,
and privateers, pirates and looters converged on Palmar de Ays
(near present-day Sebastian, Florida) like ravenous vultures. Early
in January 1716, the English pirate Henry Jennings aboard his well
armed sloop, the forty-ton Barsheba, and John Wills aboard his
35-ton Eagle, both having been commissioned by Governor Hamilton of Jamaica, attacked the Spanish salvage camp at Palmar de
Ays, and detained the defenders while looting the camp.7 They

7. Eyewitness accounts of the raid describe the attack as being well planned and
executed, with no casualties on either side thanks to the element of surprise.
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made off with over 120,000 pieces-of-eight and other valuables, as
well as with two bronze cannon and two large iron guns.
When the Spaniards abandoned salvage in 1718, a great
amount of treasure still remained on the ocean floor. Some of the
wreck sites were clearly marked by portions of the ships’ structures
which could be observed protruding above water at low tide. For
years, after the official completion of the salvage operation, merchant ships sailing these waters would fish for treasure. A number
of these ships were successful. Little by little the wrecks were forgotten, and the remains of the mighty 1715 Spanish treasure fleet
would lie undisturbed for nearly 250 years. Then, in 1955, Kip Wagner, a building contractor, rediscovered the long-lost and largely
forgotten fleet.
Since then, a total of six wrecks have been located and identified as belonging to the ill-fated 1715 Plate fleet, but no name has
been firmly linked to any of them. This is due to several factors; the
archival research is incomplete; the integrity of the various sites is
low due to a high energy surf environment, and the long history of
illicit and uncontrolled excavation. There has been very little research done on recovered artifacts to link the cultural material to
specific ships. Today the wrecks continue to be salvaged by numerous treasure hunters, but few artifacts of historical importance
have surfaced.
On Thursday, June 9, 1988, the crew of the commercial salvage
boat Virg-A-Lona, led by Captain Demostenes “Mo” Molinar, a Panamanian native who had worked for treasure hunter Melvin Fisher
on the wrecks of the 1715 Plate fleet, as well as the wrecks of the
Atocha and Margarita, was busy exploring an area nearly one mile
north of the ballast pile marking the 1715 wreck site known as Douglass Beach, and designated by the state of Florida as 8SL17.8 It has
been widely speculated that the site represents the remains of Don
Antonio Echeverz’s patache, the Nuestra Señora de las Nieves, but
there is no physical evidence firmly linking the site to the small
ship. While using propwash deflectors to remove overburden and
expose fossilized coquina shell formations where cultural material
has come to rest, divers discovered a hoard of 455 Spanish colonial
gold coins, the upper half of a high-karat gold snuff box, and a
small high-karat gold decoration studded with eleven diamonds. I

8. Carl J. Clausen, A 1715 Spanish Treasure Ship, (Gainesville, 1965), 1.
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Decoration which was recovered from the wreck of the 1715 fleet. Photograph by
the author.

identified the decoration, described by the treasure hunters as a
“gold brooch” and a “gold charm with diamonds”, as being that of
the Order of the Holy Spirit.9
The Order of the Holy Spirit (Ordre du Saint Esprit) was
founded during the month of December 1578, by France’s King
Henri III, and the first promotion [award] ceremony took place on
December 31, 1578, in the church of the Grands-Augustins, in
Paris. It was the most prestigious and coveted French royal order.
In order to explain the presence of a French decoration aboard an
early Eighteenth-century Spanish sailing ship, it is necessary to ex-

9. The decoration of the Order was a gold cross with eight points, similar to a Maltese cross, with white enamel on each ray, and within each angle a gold fleur-delys. Surmounting the cross at its center was a dove, within a radiating halo, symbolizing the Holy Spirit descending upon mankind. The decoration was worn
around the neck, suspended on a long deep blue silk ribbon, hence the expression “cordon bleu” to describe a Knight of the Holy Spirit. In addition, the cross
was also worn embroided on the left side of the everyday dress of the knights. As
seen in the oath of allegiance, the knights of the Order committed themselves
to wear the decoration at all times.
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amine the political situation existing in Spain and in France during
this particular period.
At the time of his ascension to the throne of Spain, young Philippe had a number of delicate diplomatic problems to solve. One
of them dealt with a most sensitive question of etiquette. The court
of France did not recognize the Spanish title of Grande de España
as being the equal of a duke, and the court of Spain did not recognize the French title of duke as being the equal of a Grande de España. In order to resolve this embarrassing situation, a convention
was passed, in 1702, between the two countries. Addressing this
specific problem, the diplomatic convention agreed that the title
of Grande d’España would be recognized in France as equal to a
duke, and, reciprocally, the title of duke would be accepted in
Spain as the equal of a Grande de España. In honor of this agreement, a Grande d'España awarded the Order of the Holy Spirit in
France, would take his place among the dukes during the ceremony of the Order. His seniority as a duke arbitrarily dated to 1702,
the year of the diplomatic convention, or the year he was made a
Grande d'España if this was before 1702. In the same way, a simple
French gentleman who had been honored with the title of Grande
d'España, which did happen on a few occasions, would take his
place in the Order as a duke, and would date his seniority according to the registration date of his letters patent of Grande de España with the Council of Castile.
As a symbolic gesture to honor this newly passed diplomatic
convention, the king of France, Louis XIV, in 1703, nominated five
Spanish noblemen for membership in the Order. This was the first
time that members of the Spanish aristocracy had ever been nominated to receive this prestigious honor. Their names were; Don
Juan Claro Alonzo Perez De Gusman el Bueno, 11th Duke of Medina Sidonia; Don Francisco Casimiro Antonio AIphonso Pimentel
De Quinonez De Benavides, 12th Earl of Benaverte; Don Fabrice
De Toledo Osorio, Marquis of Villa-Franca, Grande d’España; Don
Juan Francesco Pacheco Gomez De Sandoval, Earl of Montalvan;
Luis
Emmanuel
Ferdinand De
Portocarrero,
Don
Cardinal-Archbishop of Toledo. However, all five nominees died
before they could be awarded the Order.
Desirous to consummate the diplomatic convention of 1702,
and to satisfy the Spanish nobility, Louis XIV bestowed the Order
of the Holy Spirit upon Don Isidore Juan Joseph Domingo de la
Cueva y Benavides, Grande d’España, Commanding General of the

Published by STARS, 1995

9

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 74 [1995], No. 1, Art. 7

A 1715 PLATE FLEET WRECK

59

Low Countries, Viceroy of Sicily, in a solemn ceremony which took
place at the Palace of Versailles, on 1 March 1705.
According to the official register of the Order of the Holy
Spirit, preserved in the Royal Library of Fontainebleau, in France,
Don Isodore Juan Joseph Domingo de la Cueva y Benavides was the
first Spanish nobleman to receive this distinction. The next Spaniard to be inducted into the Order was Luis, Prince of Asturias. The
official ceremony (known as Promotion) did not take place until
July 26, 1717, under the reign of Louis XV.10
This small decoration is of historical significance and, with further research, may provide a clue to the identity of the ship. Only
seventeen Order of the Holy Spirit contemporary decorations are
still extant, and only one is in Spain (Prince Michel de
Bourbon-Parme, personal communication, January 28, 1991).
Most important and most prestigious of all French royal Orders, the Order of the Holy Spirit (l’Ordre du Saint-Esprit), was instituted in 1578, by France’s king Henry III. It is fully comparable
in prestige to the Golden Fleece or the English Order of the Garter.
There are indications that the origin of this Order may have
roots well before its official foundation in 1578. The original
founder would have been Louis d'Anjou, Prince of Tarenta, who,
by virtue of his marriage to his cousin Jeanne I, had become king of
the Two-Sicilies and of Jerusalem. The newly created Order of the
Garter, founded by England’s Edward III, and the Order of the Star
(Ordre de l’Etoile), founded by France’s John II, gave him the idea
to institute an Order of the Holy Spirit in Naples in 1352. Given the
tumultuous, and often calamitous political situation in the Napolitan State, the Order soon disappeared. The original papers and titles, however, survived, and some two centuries later were in the
hands of a nobleman from Venice. Henry III had just been
crowned king of Poland when his brother Charles IX died unexpectedly. On his way back to France to assume his brother’s succession, he stopped in Venice where he met the custodian of the
documents, who gave them to him. It may be surmised that Henry
III, interested by what he read, resurrected the Order, dating its
foundation to 1578, and declaring himself the founder. It should
10. Luis, Prince of Austrias, was to become King Luis I, during a very brief period in
1724, after his father Philip V had abdicated in his favor, but the young king
died of an illness and his father resumed his tenure as king of Spain.
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These are official decorations which are kept in public and private collections in
France. Photograph by C. Bourdier.

be emphasized that this is only an assumption, not an historical
fact. The statutes of the Order of the Holy Spirit created in Naples
by Louis d’Anjou-Tarenta are well known. They were most obviously inspired by the Order of the Star (Ordre de l’Etoile), created
the previous year, but they are quite different from those of the Order of the Holy Spirit created by Henry III. It is therefore necessary
to give credit to the last Valois sovereign for the foundation of this
most illustrious Order.11
The Order was founded toward the end of December 1578, at
a time when peace in the Kingdom of France--peace which had
been long disturbed by religious wars--was more fragile than ever.
On one side the Huguenots refused to lay down their arms, on the
other the Catholic nobility and bourgeoisie were growing more
and more impatient with the King’s leniency toward the followers

11. The royal house of the Valois family ruled France from 1328-1589. Starting with
the ascension to the throne by Philippe VI (1328-1350), and ending with the
reign of Henri III (1574-1589), the House of Valois had a positive influence on
French culture during the Renaissance. But Henri III proved to be a weak and
unpopular ruler, criticized for his effeminate mannerism and tastes, and for his
apparently sympathetic attitude towards the Protestants. In truth, the king was
only guilty of weakness. Henri III was assassinated by the Dominican monk
Jacques Clement (Serbonnes 1567-Saint-Cloud 1589).
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of Calvinism, even accusing Henry III of complicity with the Protestants. Assaulted on all sides by parties equally hostile to his person
and his reign, Henry III felt the necessity to secure the support of
powerful lords whose loyalty was in doubt. To accomplish that he
founded the Order of the Holy Spirit, and imposed on the recipients an oath of allegiance so rigorous that it appeared certain that
those inducted would forever be loyal to their king. The oath of allegiance was as follows:
“I swear and vow to God, in front of His Church, and
promise to you, Sire, on my faith and honor, that I will live
and die within the Catholic faith and religion, without ever
abandoning it, nor abandoning the Union of Our Holy
Mother the Apostolic and Roman Church; and that I will
obey you entirely without ever neglecting my duty, as a
good and loyal subject should; that I will keep, defend, and
support with all my strength and power, the quarrels and
rights of Your Royal Majesty, toward all and against all; that
in times of war, I will join your following in a retinue worthy of a person of my quality; and in peace time, when an
important occasion will arise, each and every time it will
please you to summon me, to serve against anyone who
you may wish to live or die, without exception, even to
death; that during such times I will never abandon your
Person, or the place where you would have ordered me to
serve, without your express permission and written command signed by your own hand, or by the one whom you
would have ordered me to serve, unless I have given a just
and legitimate reason; that I will never leave your Kingdom for the purpose of serving a foreign prince, without
your command, and that I will neither accept pension, nor
wages, nor commission from any king, prince, potentate or
lord, nor will I commit myself to the service of any living
person save Your Majesty only, without your express permission; that I will truthfully report to you all that I know
while at your service which may help protect and preserve
the present Order of the Holy Spirit, by which you are honoring me, and will never consent nor permit, as long as it
is in my possession, anything to be attempted against or
done against the service of God, nor against your royal authority, or at the prejudice of the said Order, which I will
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endeavor to maintain and strengthen with all of my power;
that I will keep and observe very religiously all the Laws
and Statutes of the Order; that I will always wear the gold
cross sewn on my clothes and the one made of gold
around my neck as I am ordered by the said Statutes, and
that I will attend all the Congregations of the General
Chapter of the Order, each and every time it pleases you to
order me to do so, or I will offer to you my apologies as
long as my excuse is valid and justified, and authorized by
Your Majesty, with the advice of the majority of the Commanders at the sides of Your Majesty, signed by your own
hand, and affixed with the seal of the Order, and which I
will have to abide by.”
Such a precise and detailed formula would lead one to believe
that everything had been taken into consideration, and everything
had been done to ensure that the recipient of the Order would
have no mental restriction in serving his Church and his King.
This, in fact, did not work as intended, and just a few months after
the first award ceremony, several of the gentlemen who had just
been inducted into the Order, were fighting on the side of the Protestants. Others, led by the duke Henri de Guise, who had also been
honored with the same Order, and had accepted it, never ceased to
dream of a change in the monarchy. Indeed, the blue ribbon of the
Order of the Holy Spirit was too weak a link for Henri III to secure
the loyalty of the politicians of the end of the XVIth century, and
this fact became clear the very day the Order was founded.
The foundation ceremonies took place on December 31, 1578,
and January 2, 1579, in Paris. On the first day, the king, kneeling
down, received the great coat necklace from the hands of the
grand chaplain of France, Jacques Amiot, whose duties made him
born-commander of the new Order. Then, taking his place on his
throne, which had been elevated in the choir, he himself placed
the great coat and necklace on the new knights. Although Henri III
had set the number of members of the new Order at 100, only 27
were inducted on that day, in an attempt to stimulate the hope of
others. Although some of the less loyal lords knighted that day accepted the order and recited the oath without hesitation, ecclesiastical commanders were more reluctant in allowing themselves to
be bound so rigidly to the king, and refused to assume their functions within the Order on that day. In fact, they were not admitted
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into the Order until January 1, 1580, and then only after the obstacle had been removed by substituting a new oath of allegiance specially tailored to their needs, in place of ordinary oath which is
quoted above. The new formula which they accepted, and which
remained unchanged until the last days of the French monarchy,
was as follows:
“I swear to you God, and I pledge to you, Sire, that I will be
loyal and faithful during my entire life, will acknowledge,
honor and serve you as Sovereign of the Order of the
Commanders of the Holy Spirit, of which it presently
pleases you to honor me with; that I will defend and obey
the laws and statutes of the said Order, without infringement; that I will wear its marks [decorations] and will pray
everyday in as much as a man of the cloth of my quality can
and must do; that I will personally appear on the days of
solemn ceremonies, if there is not a legitimate obstacle
preventing me to do so, in which case I will notify His Majesty; that I will never divulge anything which is discussed or
concluded at sessions of the Order; that I will advise, procure, and do everything which I will judge in my conscience to be of contribution to the subsistence of the
Order, and to its greatness and increment; that I will always
pray to God for the salvation of Your Majesty, as well as the
salvation of the Commanders and of the other members of
the said Order, whether departed or living. May God and
the Holy Gospel be with me.”
The difficulties created by the ecclesiastical leaders on the very
day of the foundation of the Order, attested to the fact that not all
were sympathetic to Henry III’s attempt to secure the allegiance of
the high nobility to his service.
The present decoration is extremely rare in historical significance. It is one of the few 1715 Plate fleet artifacts which have been
the focus of thorough historical research. It is inconceivable that it
could have been anything other than rightful property of a knight
of the Order of the Holy Spirit, and the 1715 dating strongly suggests that the knight was Don Isodore-Juan-Joseph Domingo de la
Cueva y Benavides, the first Spanish recipient of this prestigious
award.
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